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as soon as the war would be over. It was to be a greatly enlarged
edition of the* Sanitas Club with facilities for sampling every kind
of health and beauty treatment, from the nostrums of the ancient
Egyptians to the electrical marvels of Dr. Bodie. It was the sort of
thing that should appeal to Manouiloff because of the opportunities
it afforded for colourful promotion, international concession-selling,
and the most enticing excursions into a positive surfeit of profitable
sidelines. My own connection with it was rational, following my
association with the Sanitas, and it was through one of my pupils
as Chaplinsky's understudy in the ladies' Swedish-drill class that I
intended to procure my introduction to Manouiloff.
I had chosen Mademoiselle Berdicheva as my stalking-horse
for two reasons. The first was that she was friendly with Manouiloff,
and the second that while I had been teaching her she had shown a
rather embarrassing desire to be friendly with me which I had
pretended to ignore. She was too buxom for me, too blonde, too
aggressively feminine in every way, too much of a Russian Mae
West. Besides, she was now middle-aged. I had been told by Rak,
however, that the perfect spy, or spy-fighter, has neither likes nor
dislikes in any department of life, but should be prepared to eat
cold porridge with the same relish as caviar, so I was ready to reopen
acquaintance with Berdicheva, though she should have less taste
than cold porridge for me. I made my first call on her unannounced,
in the faint hope that if I caught her by surprise I might accomplish
my errand and get away again without too much fuss. I gave my
name to her maid and was shown into her room.
I was greeted with a generous wave from a naked female leg,
no distant playful waggle, something to which I could shyly nod
and then politely turn away my eyes, but the whole limb waving
across my vision from the gleefully squirming toes right down to
the rounded end of a well-fleshed thigh. I had no doubt to whom
the leg belonged. I had seen it often enough before. Besides, some-
where behind its welcoming kicks I could hear Berdicheva's big
blonde voice raised in a richly vituperative chant: "Come in, come
in, you rascally son of an hour of sin. Don't stand there as if you'd
never seen a leg before. Come in !"
Berdicheva was undergoing massage. She grinned happily at
me from under her blonde curls, and extended a hand and arm
to be kissed.
"But where have you been all this long time ?" she chattered.
"Of course I know that you've been away, learning to fly. But why
haven't you been to see me since you came back and let me see you
in your nice new uniform ? I love an aviator. How high can you
fly ? Stand back and let me see how well you look,"